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MEETING ABSTRACT Open Access
Exploring older adults’ views about alcohol
consumption: implications for brief
interventions with older heavy drinkers
Graeme B Wilson1*, Eileen FS Kaner1, Jonathan Ling2, Ann Crosland2, Karen McCabe2, Catherine A Haighton1
From International Network on Brief Interventions for Alcohol and Other Drugs (INEBRIA) Meeting 2013
Rome, Italy. 18-20 September 2013
Increasing alcohol consumption among older individuals
in the UK is a public health concern. Although brief
interventions (BIs) can effectively reduce heavy drinking
in older age groups generally, social and contextual fac-
tors may influence implementation and effectiveness.
Identities offer a useful theoretical concept to explain
why the potential for public health messages to reduce
rates of heavy drinking in this sector has not been rea-
lised, and can inform preventive approaches. A qualita-
tive study explored older people’s reasoning about
drinking in later life and how this interacted with health
concerns, to inform future, targeted prevention in this
group. A diverse sample of older adults in North East
England (ages 51-90) participated in interviews (n=24,
12m, 12f) and three focus groups (participants n=27).
Data were analysed using grounded theory and discur-
sive psychology methods. Older adults portrayed drink-
ing less alcohol as an appropriate response if one
experienced impaired health. However continued heavy
drinking could be presented as normal behaviour for
someone experiencing relative wellbeing in later life, or
if ill health was construed as unrelated to alcohol con-
sumption. When talking about alcohol use older people
oriented strongly towards opposed identities of normal
or problematic drinker, defined by propriety rather than
health considerations. These identities were flexible in
older people’s talk since they could be applied to either
moderate or heavy drinking. Older people displayed
scepticism about health advice on alcohol when avoiding
stigmatised identity as a drinker. Findings indicate that
older UK adults do not recognise unhealthy drinking as
distinct from dependent drinking, and are highly sensi-
tive to stigma when discussing alcohol consumption.
Preventive strategies should encourage older people’s
identification of heavy drinking as neither healthy nor
synonymous with dependence. BIs for heavy drinkers in
later life should be tailored to address lay reasoning that
is resistant to recognition of health risks.
Authors’ details
1Institute of Health and Society, Newcastle University, Newcastle upon Tyne,
Tyne and Wear, UK. 2Department of Pharmacy, Health & Wellbeing,
Sunderland University, Tyne and Wear, UK.
Published: 4 September 2013
doi:10.1186/1940-0640-8-S1-A86
Cite this article as: Wilson et al.: Exploring older adults’ views about
alcohol consumption: implications for brief interventions with older
heavy drinkers. Addiction Science & Clinical Practice 2013 8(Suppl 1):A86.
Submit your next manuscript to BioMed Central
and take full advantage of: 
• Convenient online submission
• Thorough peer review
• No space constraints or color figure charges
• Immediate publication on acceptance
• Inclusion in PubMed, CAS, Scopus and Google Scholar
• Research which is freely available for redistribution
Submit your manuscript at 
www.biomedcentral.com/submit
* Correspondence: graeme.wilson@newcastle.ac.uk
1Institute of Health and Society, Newcastle University, Newcastle upon Tyne,
Tyne and Wear, UK
Full list of author information is available at the end of the article
Wilson et al. Addiction Science & Clinical Practice 2013, 8(Suppl 1):A86
http://www.ascpjournal.org/content/8/S1/A86
© 2013 Wilson et al; licensee BioMed Central Ltd. This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons
Attribution License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in
any medium, provided the original work is properly cited.
